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Praise for Table for 51


			“Shari Leid’s Table for 51 is a testament to the power of face-to-face conversations in a time when too many people are hiding behind screens. Her courage to meet with strangers and acquaintances around the country also reminds us how every friendship starts as a connection with someone we barely know. Shari’s story is the push we need to get out of our comfort zones and see the potential for friendship in unexpected interactions.” 

			—Nina Badzin, Podcast: Dear Nina—Conversations About Friendship 

			DearNina.substack.com 

			Instagram/TikTok: @dearninafriendship 

			Facebook: Dear Nina: The Group 

			“Table for 51 by Shari Leid takes readers on an inspiring journey through heartfelt conversations across America, where strangers become friends over shared meals. With each encounter, Leid, an Asian American woman, illuminates how our differences are often outweighed by our shared concerns and values, reminding us of our common humanity. This beautiful exploration is a testament to the power of connection and the importance of understanding one another.” 

			—Dana Frank, National Bestselling Author  

			Get Up and Get On It: A Black Entrepreneur’s Lessons on Creating Legacy & Wealth 

			“At a time when genuine communication and empathy is elusive, Shari Leid’s incredible journey gives us all hope that human connection, no matter how difficult, is possible and can lead to major breakthroughs. Table for 51 proves that when given the chance, everyone has a story to tell and when it’s over a good meal, even better!”  

			—May Lee, Founder and CEO, Lotus Media House 

			Journalist, Author, Professor, Activist 

			www.lotusmediahouse.com 

			Email: may@lotusmediahouse.com 

			Instagram: @mayleeshow @shoesoffinsidemkt 

			“I wasn't sure what to expect from Shari Leid’s latest book. I’ve read and loved all of her other ones and knew it would be a positive experience. She did not disappoint. She is such a beautiful soul who genuinely cares about other people and is gifted at building relationships. Connecting with fifty women, many of whom she had never met, takes courage—so does sharing her personal experiences. I am inspired by her and newly committed to connect with others.” 

			—Keryl Pesce, Author, Entrepreneur 

			Co-host of award-winning “Happy Hour” on K104.7FM
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			______________________________________

			January 1, 2024

			Dear Diary,

			I refuse to be a secondary character in my own story.

			Happy New Year,

			Shari

			______________________________________

		

	
		
			
Foreword

			She doesn’t know this, but one of the first emails I ever exchanged with Shari Leid lives on my desktop.

			 “I always have to remind myself that the past doesn’t exist anymore and the future hasn’t happened,” she typed to me in New York City from Seattle, “so it is not real either. If I live in the past or worry about the future, I’m wasting my time on things that don’t exist.”

			This email happened after I came across a snapshot of Shari from her fiftieth birthday party, in which she was sporting a pink mini-dress and her signature smile. I was intentionally internet-stalking her, preparing to write a story featuring her expertise. I went searching for more information on the cross-country, sit-down conversation project she’d told me she wanted to embark upon—which, unbeknownst to us both two years later, would become the book that is now in your hands.

			I was instantly inspired by the picture she painted of her full embrace with life—by her. I had been struggling with the idealized version of my past self versus my current self. And here was Shari, celebrating everything she was, joyfully quoting Louise Hay: “I choose to make the rest of my life the best of my life.” For me, it was both a warm hug and an electric shock that rattled me into the present.

			She went on in that message to tell me another one of her favorite lines: “If today were the last day of your life, would you be doing what you are doing now?” It keeps my energy where I want it to be, she wrote. It was this question that changed her life—and she changed mine.

			I was a relatively green writer, soaring and sometimes stumbling my way through the world of editorial. I had carved out a small space for myself by writing about something I cherished greatly and which I believed was not given enough merit or assistance: friendship. One day, thumbing through a reader’s story about a tumultuous yet meaningful thirty-year friendship rekindled after a falling out, I was nearly brought to tears. The phrase immediately popped into my head like an incandescent light bulb: Friendships are love stories too.

			This saying dug its way from my head into the deepest part of my heart, and soon developed into a full-blown friendship column. I would end up talking to people from all across the world about how they met a friend—they were old pals; they were roommates; they were classmates who hated one another at first; they found each other online; etc.—and about a struggle they were facing—one was moving away; just had a baby; was evolving in ways that made the other uncomfortable; they were starting to work together; they were moving in together; or they were taking their first trip together (eek)!

			For so long, the media has told us countless romantic stories about a man and a woman falling in love, as well as dramatized tales of family dynamics. But what about friends? And more importantly—what about friends who were fighting, and drifting, and moving, and changing—and trying their best to stay in it together?

			We’re always seeing stories on how to get an ex back; how to find a new lover; what not to say in an argument with your partner; and how to help our significant other through a hard time. But where was a blueprint for platonic relationships? Where was the map for fostering meaningful connections later in life, for fighting to hold onto our friendships?

			Friendships are relationships as much as any other bond—which means they are relationships in which we experience utter joy and complete turmoil as much as any other. 

			I wanted to do more than just tell stories about friendships. I wanted to help people who loved their friends and held them dearly, who wanted more than anything to figure out how to stay together—or to learn how to part amicably. 

			So I asked.

			I was led to Kat Vellos, a connection coach and the author of We Should Get Together: The Secret to Cultivating Better Friendships and of Connected From Afar. Then there was Danielle Bayard Jackson, a former teacher turned friendship expert who recently published Fighting for Our Friendships. I talked with people like Hannah Summerhill and Yseult P. Mukantabana, co-authors of the book Real Friends Talk About Race; licensed psychologist Dr. Marisa G. Franco, author of Platonic: How the Science of Attachment Can Help You Make—and Keep—Friends; and Buddhist meditation teacher Kate Johnson, author of Radical Friendship. 

			And then I met Shari Leid.

			I first knew her as a former lawyer, friendship expert, and author. The first thing Shari taught me was that hearty conversations can lead to meaningful bonds, once and over time. She taught me, and all of my readers: to leverage awkward moments (like I would do when my braid got stuck in my purse zipper while meeting up with her); to get out of your head (lend a genuine compliment); and to strike up conversations that matter (over a meal is extra nice). She was able to do this because she taught it to herself.

			When she turned fifty, Shari decided that she wanted to spend time engaging in richer discussions with people—from strangers to the people she knew best. She never felt like she was a natural at socializing, so she started with friends and women who lived near to her, which grew to dedicating a year to breaking bread with fifty women, many complete strangers, in all fifty states. 

			We would come to share many conversations like the ones with these women.

			“Everyone we meet is both our teacher and our student.” That’s something Shari told me in our first interview. I immediately got the sense that she wasn’t robotically networking, like so many people are, but seeking genuine connection. And at the table of life, which is already overflowing with bounty, she made me feel like she had room for me—and for anyone else, for that matter.

			Many people feel that they grow into better versions of themselves as they get older. When I met Shari, though, I was feeling like I was going in the opposite direction. I was less patient and more angry than ever. I was less sure of myself and more pessimistic. Just two years after a global pandemic and a period of racial reckoning for many, I felt hopeless and divorced from any sense of togetherness and empathy—which I desperately craved. Shari Leid was the antidote.

			She looks at every person not as a stranger, but as a friend she hasn’t yet met. She doesn’t run from awkwardness or rejection or discomfort; she faces and embraces it. She isn’t afraid to let people in. She isn’t scared to figure it out, and figure it out again. That alone is enough reason to read this book.

			I wrote to Shari after seeing her fiftieth-birthday photo, and when I received her message back, I found myself excited for the first time in a long time. I found myself excited to grow older. Excited to dream. Excited to find new avenues. The past didn’t exist anymore, in many ways. I didn’t have to keep looking back. I could grow into the person I am today—and make it my favorite version of myself so far.

			What this book represents is possibility: the chance to be ourselves and let others be themselves—without judgment. To listen and truly hear, and to speak and be heard. To grow, wildly. To support others. To witness, protect, and celebrate the humanity of the person across from us at the table—at any table. To peacefully coexist.

			This book might as well be an extension of Shari. At the heart of this book is Shari. So at the heart of this book is love. May we all be students and teachers. May we all be heard, and may we all listen. May we all set the table for one more.

			—Mia Brabham Nolan

		

	
		
			
Author’s Note

			Dear Reader,

			I hope you’re as excited as I am to come along on this incredible journey. As I sit here, surrounded by piles of paper and notes, giving my manuscript one last read, I can’t help but look back on what’s been an extraordinary adventure. When I first started out, my plan was simple: travel the country and meet fifty people—strangers or acquaintances whom I’d had little to no contact with over the past thirty-five to forty years. Little did I know, these individuals would become my teachers, sharing the wisdom of their life stories during our lively conversations.

			Life, as it turns out, is full of surprises. From the moment I dreamed up this project to now, as I’m packing up my house and saying goodbye to a twenty-six-year marriage I thought would last forever, my journey has taken more unexpected twists and turns than I ever could have predicted. Much like the roads I’ve traveled.

			It was the Spring of 2022, and I was fifty-two when this wild idea struck me: to go to each of the fifty states, searching for something deeper than the usual tourist spots. But how could I make it meaningful? Then it hit me: The true magic of a place isn’t just in its landmarks, but in the people you meet. What if, despite all our perceived differences and the political and social divides permeating our country, I could find connection simply by breaking bread with a stranger? I wondered if I, in my own small way, could help fuel connections and community across our beloved country. And that’s how my 50 States Project was born.

			Through most of my fifty-third year, in 2023, I turned this dream into reality. By the time my fifty-fourth birthday rolled around in December, I found myself filing for divorce. Now, finishing up this manuscript in August 2024, riding the rollercoaster of divorce, I’ve woven in my personal diary entries, pouring my heart and soul into these pages. 

			Revisiting these stories as I edit—remembering each woman and being inspired by the connection we felt as we shared pieces of our lives—has given me the confidence to move forward. I now believe that the unexpected sharp turns on the road of life, although sometimes treacherous, can be bordered by the most spectacular landscapes.

			It’s been one heck of a ride. With all the lessons learned and strength gained, I’m excited for whatever comes next—even if I’m not quite sure what that is yet. Thanks for taking this wild, imperfectly perfect journey with me.

			With all my heart,

			Shari

		

	
		
			
Dedication

			The Universe has a plan. 

			My Japanese American parents adopted me at eleven months of age from Seoul, South Korea in 1970.

			 My dad was born on Main Street in Seattle in 1922. My mom was born in 1929 on Bainbridge Island, which is a short ferry ride away. On December 7, 1941, the course of their lives along with the lives of many other Americans of their generation changed forever. My dad, who was nineteen years old at the time, once told me that he will never forget the voice of the announcer on the radio who reported that Japan had bombed Pearl Harbor. My dad’s heart dropped. He remembered instantly feeling anguish and disbelief. What now is going to happen to us? he wondered. As it turns out, just a little over two months later, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which led to the forced internment of about 120,000 Japanese Americans, including my dad and his family and my mom and her family.

			My dad was the oldest son of four. His family, being traditional in their Japanese way of thinking, considered the oldest son as the most important of all the children. Interestingly, my dad’s father—my grandfather—was the youngest son of a very successful family in Tokyo. From all accounts, my grandfather was considered the failure of the family. After my grandfather died, we found several pencil sketches that were signed by him tucked away in his personal belongings. It is probable that his artistic nature didn’t align with his parents’ focus on traditional education, at which his older brothers excelled. 

			My grandfather arrived in the United States as a teenager, traveling alone by ship. A few years later, a marriage was arranged for him to a woman he’d never met; she was sent to the United States to meet him, traveling by ship. My grandmother had also come from a prominent Tokyo family. But upon arrival in America with no English skills, her available employment was limited. She worked for years as a motel maid. Whenever I check out of a hotel and leave a gratuity for the housecleaning staff, I think of my grandmother—a woman who passed away before I was born and who my dad always spoke of fondly. I always include a handwritten note of thanks, in her honor. 

			My dad was raised with the mandate from his parents that he must do no wrong because it would be an embarrassment not only to his family but also to the Japanese community. The Japanese immigrant community wanted to prove themselves as trustworthy and loyal Americans. He was also raised by his parents to believe that he had to perform three times better than his White counterparts in order to receive equal treatment. When my dad reached adulthood, he was very critical of the pressures his parents had placed on him, which led him to be risk averse. As a result, he held himself back from taking on challenges that carried a possibility of failure. 

			My mom’s childhood was very different from my dad’s. She was the ninth child of ten. She had eight older brothers and one younger sister. Being younger, she didn’t face the pressures my dad had had to deal with. She processed her internment camp experience very differently from the way he did. For her, being in an internment camp was a chance for her “to live with her friends.” Being a middle-schooler at the time, her focus was very much in the moment, centered around her circle of friends, rather than on the emotional turmoil and mental anguish my dad experienced as a young man. When the internment order of anyone with Japanese blood was issued, it included even those with just 1/16th of Japanese ancestry. 

			Before World War II ended, five of my mother’s brothers had served in an all-Japanese unit of the Army, the highly honored and most decorated United States Army unit of World War II: the 442nd Infantry. At one time, my grandmother had five yellow hearts in her internment camp barrack window, representing all her sons who were fighting for the United States. 

			I’m certain my mom would have loved to travel, but my dad didn’t feel that travel would be comfortable or safe for a family that looked like ours—Asian Americans. He didn’t feel that we would be accepted in all parts of the country because of his experience as a Japanese American during WWII and the experiences that followed throughout his life. As such, my travel experiences as a child were limited to the Western states. 

			Unwittingly, I took on my dad’s belief: that I wasn’t welcome everywhere based on my Asian features. 

			In part, I embarked on the 50 States Project to rewrite these limiting beliefs, which had shaped my childhood. Instead of supposing that I would not be welcome or accepted, I chose to step out with the belief that I’m welcome everywhere. And it was with this energy and openness that I traveled to places I never dreamed I would travel to as a child. 

			This decision to travel through the United States to meet with fifty strangers very quickly had a profound effect on the way I see the world. Even the simple act of connecting with women to ask if they would be a part of my project surprised me. The willingness of strangers to take time out of their busy lives to meet with me to share a meal has taught me that miracles can happen when you make the first move. I’ve found that most of us want to feel connected to one another—and because of this, we are more open than perhaps we realize to explore new connections despite any preconceived differences. If given the right nudge.

			What also surprised me was that the only recurring theme of slight reluctance I encountered when seeking women to connect with was, “I don’t know if I’m interesting enough for you.” My hope is that my journey will help everyone who reads this book to realize how worthy and interesting every person is—and that even the briefest of meetings can change someone’s life. These fifty women have changed my life for the better. Each one has a special place in my heart.

			I wish my dad were alive now to witness me challenging his beliefs, and that he could find out what I discovered: I am welcome everywhere, and everything is available to me. 

			I am certain that my dad would understand and support my journey of self-discovery. I know he would have been my biggest cheerleader as he watched me open a new chapter—taking on the starring role in my own life. 

			Dad, this project is dedicated to you. I miss you. 

			RIP Henry Aoyama 

			September 19, 1922–January 25, 2001

		

	
		
			
Table for Two

			Whenever things begin to feel like too much, I’ve learned that the best thing I can do is to take a deep breath, and start with something small. At first, trying to meet fifty women from fifty different states felt like a huge, almost impossible project. But I decided to tackle it one tiny step at a time. Kind of like how you eat an elephant—one bite at a time; right?

			I started by reconnecting with women I’d interacted with through my work over the past three years, including podcasters and vendors. These were women I had emailed or chatted with but had never met in person. I also reached out to women from my past—some I had only met briefly and others whom I had lost touch with over the last three decades or so. It felt like opening a time capsule. From these efforts, I connected with twenty-seven incredible women across twenty-seven states who were willing to meet up with me.

			Next, I posted about my project in an online professional group that I was a member of, listing the states where I still needed to find connections. To my surprise, responses flooded in from women eager to help me reach my goal, referring me to people they knew in those states. Social media also contributed, with more friends and connections offering assistance. Finally, with thirteen states still left and no referrals from colleagues or online friends, I turned to the internet. I searched for women who were business owners in the remaining states, figuring that their established roots there would lessen the chances of me being stood up.

			By April 6, 2022, I had managed to line up meetings with women from all fifty states. It had been less than a month, and I had already laid down a network of connections across the entire country.

			While I was hopeful all the women would follow through, I knew anything could happen over the course of a year. To manage this, I planned my follow-ups carefully. I hired Carissa, who proved to be a reliable Virtual Assistant based out of the Philippines; she helped me implement a check-in plan. We touched base regularly with each woman: six months, three months, one month, two weeks, and one week before each planned visit. One of my biggest worries was flying all that way only to find out they wouldn’t show. The travel kept me busy, sometimes traveling to multiple states in a day. Also affecting my itinerary were the media interviews along the way, which kept my calendar full and gave me reason to stay in some states to visit for a day or two longer than initially planned.

			With a little encouragement from friends, support from my family, and the courage of these women to meet someone they had never known, I discovered something important: Deep down, we all seek connection with one another.

			Because when you get right down to it, we’re not built to walk through this world all on our own.

			“Table for two, please.”

		

	
		
			______________________________________

			July 21, 2022 

			Dear Diary,

			Today was a big day: my biannual check-up at Fred Hutch Cancer Center. It’s hard to believe it’s been nearly five years since I first walked through those doors, diagnosed with breast cancer. Every time I sit in that waiting room, a whirlwind of emotions hits me. This morning, I peeked at my lab results through the electronic chart before meeting with my oncologist. Just like it’s been for the past eight years, my white blood cell count and neutrophil count are still below the normal range. I really wish my doctors could figure out why, but for now, all they can say is that my “normal” might just be a bit lower than what’s typical. Fingers crossed that’s all it is.
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